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Abstract: In the present bibliographic study, the autism spectrum disorder and the contribution 

of theatrical training to the socio-emotional development of children with autism were studied. 

Through the present study it emerged that theatrical education and drama therapeutic 

interventions are an important pedagogical and therapeutic tool for the development of socio-

emotional skills in children with autism. Finally, the importance of the alternative form of 

intervention based on theatre for special education and more specifically for children with 

autism, both inside and outside the school community, was recognized. 
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1. Introduction 

     Socio-emotional skills are a determining factor in the development of the child's ability to 

communicate with other people, to know how to act in a particular social situation, to improve and 

maintain important social and emotional relationships, during his life. In typically developing children, 

the development of social skills follows a predictable developmental trajectory (Bellini, Peters, Benner, 

& Hopf, 2007). On the other hand, children with autistic spectrum disorder are characterized by 

significant difficulties in social interaction, communication, and limited areas of development and 

learning interest (Mpella, Evaggelinou, Koidou, & Tsigilis, 2019; APA, 2013; Kanner, 1943). Cognitive 

and social failure, including understanding moods and emotions, reduced social functioning and 

difficulty in initiating communication, building and developing positive and constructive social 

relationships with others, is among the most serious problems of children with autism (Ahlers, 

Gabrielsen, Lewis, Brady, & Litchford, 2017; Locke, Shih, Kretzmann, & Kasari, 2016; Dean et al., 

2014; Chamberlain, Kasari, & Rotheram-Fuller, 2007; Boethious, Hallerfors, & Tischler, 2005) . In 

addition, persistent failure in the social interactions of autistic individuals leads to impaired visual 

communication and verbal integration (Pordanjani, 2021). 

     It is recognised that the teaching of such skills should best be undertaken using concrete materials 

and opportunities to make abstract concepts meaningful and tangible. Today, theatrical education is one 

of the recreational and pedagogical methods used to help develop socio-emotional skills of children 

with ASD in a number of different dimensions of everyday life (Fernandez-Aguayo, & Pino-Juste, 

2018; Schonmann, 2011; Dalley, 2008; Scherrat, & Peter, 2000; Faure, & Lascar, 1990). Currently, 

several programs of theatrical play and interventions based on drama are used (Liu, 2020; 

Papavassiliou-Alexiou, & Zourna, 2016; McNaughton, 2010; Jennings, & Minde, 1993). Most of all 

these programs offer a variety of stimuli to autistic children, which are very important for their social 

life (Wu, Chen, Ma, & Vomocilova, 2020; Mastrominico et al., 2018; Cassidy, Turnbull, & Gumley, 

2014; Johnson, 1991; Johnson, 1982) . Theatrical activities give children with ASD the opportunity to 

experience positive social interactions, introducing them to imaginary situations and stories, and to 

colorful characters that draw their curiosity and attention on various levels: emotional, cognitive, 

personal and social (Togia, Charitaki, & Soulis, 2017; Zimmer, 2007; Alevriadou et al., 2004; Somers, 

2003). An important aspect of theatrical play is the experience, which is extremely important for these 

children to cope with their deficient social behaviors (Corbett et al., 2014). Also, through these human 

experiences they are exposed to undergo, they are offered the opportunity to examine ideas from 
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different perspectives, deepening their understanding of human behavior, properly educating their 

emotions and increasing their empathy (Mpella et al., 2019; O’ Sullivan, & Wilde, 2015; Scherrat, & 

Peter, 2000). 

 

2. Purpose of the survey 

     Based on this reality, in this thesis, the following two factors related to Theatrical Education in 

Special Education and in particular to the socio-emotional development of children with ASD were 

studied. The aim was, through the literature review, to highlight the deficits in the socio-emotional 

reciprocity that characterize children with ASD, but also to identify the most appropriate ways of 

intervention through theater-based practices. 

 

3. Research questions 

The exploratory questions that were studied were: 

1. Can theatrical education contribute to the enhancement of social interactions and empathy of children 

with autistic spectrum disorder? 

2. What specific theatre-based therapeutic interventions contribute to the socio-emotional development 

of children with autistic spectrum disorder? 

 

4. Search sources 

     This paper was based on the method of bibliographic review of articles from reputable scientific 

journals with English as the main language. International experimental studies related to the subject 

were studied. In the first stage, articles were found and collected through an electronic search of the 

databases "Google Scholar", "ResearchGate" (ResearchGate | Find and share research), "Scopus" 

(Scopus - Document search) and "Academia" (Academia.edu - Share research). The key dates for 

identifying the studies were between 2011-2021. The key words of the articles were as follows: "Autism 

spectrum disorder and theatre", "Socio-emotional skills in autism", "Theatrical education", "Special 

education", "Theatrical play". Then, the articles selected after the application of the inclusion-exclusion 

criteria were grouped according to their content and presented. 

 

5. Inclusion-exclusion criteria 

In addition, the following inclusion and exclusion criteria were set: 

1. The majority of the articles studied were experimental studies and not bibliographic reviews. 

2. The search was limited to the correlation of the factors of theatrical education as an alternative way 

of intervention in special education and more specifically as a means of intervention for the socio-

emotional development of children with autism spectrum disorder. 

3. Finally, the exclusion criteria were the surveys that have been done before 2011, so that the sources 

of the present thesis are of the last decade. 

 

6. Research Results 

     Theatrical play activities, which are interactive, seem to suit children with autistic spectrum disorder 

as an intervention, since emphasis is placed on communication, relationships, emotions, cooperation 

and imagination (Mitchell, Regehr, Reaume, & Feldman, 2010). In recent years, several studies have 
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been identified that have used theatrical education to address the social and emotional dysfunctions of 

children with ASD (Wu et al., 2020; Peter, 2009; Alevriadou et al., 2004). 

     The participation of children with ASD in drama sessions with improvisation techniques, images, 

narration, masks, puppets and role creation showed that they managed to practice transferable social 

skills and creative imagination skills (Kempe, & Tissot, 2012). Also, their participation in theatrical 

activities that include script learning, rehearsal process, costume design, stage construction and final 

performance preparation leads to a significant increase in language use, conversation and social 

response. It encourages participants to examine the feelings, motivations, and behaviors of others 

(Reading, Reading, Padgett, Reading, & Pryor, 2015). 

     The SDARI (Socio-Dramatic Affective-Relational Intervention) intervention is a social skills 

program that uses emotional improvisation games and dramatic games with winnings in social assertion 

and the ability to detect emotions in adult voices (Lerner, Mikami, & Levine, 2011). In addition, 

SCIPYC which is a social competence intervention program for young children, helps children with 

autism to develop behaviorally and emotionally, improve their social interactions and perform socially 

appropriate behaviors (Minne, & Clikeman, 2012). By participating in SENSE Theater they improve 

their verbal skills, are able to attribute mental states and behaviors to others, and present more 

collaborative play (Corbett et al., 2019). 

     Imaging Autism intervention provides a multisensory, thematic environment, facilitates 

communication (physical and verbal), improves social interaction with professionals and peers, 

imagination and creativity through improvisation (Beadle-Brown et al., 2018). 

     With the Hunter Heartbeat method, children show significant improvement in the areas of 

communication and socialization through their participation in games related to Shakespeare's play 

"The Storm" that include facial emotion recognition, eye contact, emotional imitation, emotional 

expression and social improvisation (Mehling, Tasse, & Root, 2017). 

     Also, dramatherapy interventions improve the involvement of children with ASD and the expression 

of their feelings and thoughts while at the same time presenting reduced hyperactivity / inattention and 

problematic behaviors (D' Amico, Lalonde & Snow, 2015; Pordanjani, 2021). 

     Storytelling as a therapeutic approach is a fairly satisfactory form of intervention since it leads to 

improvement of social skills, through the participation of children in directed communication, use of 

non-verbal communication, participation in play, development of imitation and improvement in their 

ability to recognize and remember facial stimuli (Giuliani, Couchepin Marchetti, & El Korh, 2016). 

     It is obvious that programs of educational drama and theatrical play with movement, pantomime, 

role play, improvisation and composition of works from stories, increase the self-esteem and empathy 

of children with ASD, show positive changes in their trust in others and participate in group and 

collaborative activities (Kim et al., 2015; Dogru, 2015; Naniwadekar, Ravi, & Sreevidya, 2016; Mpella 

et al., 2019). 

     It is noteworthy that several young people with ASD after participating in theatrical sessions and 

performances declared themselves happy and excited and felt proud (Loyd, 2015; Loyd, 2011). 

 

7. Conclusion/Discussion 

It is a fact that children with ASD face difficulty for mutual social interaction, for communication 

and for the expression of their feelings and thoughts. In addition, children with autism present 

difficulties in imagination and therefore in symbolic and creative play. 

According to the review of the relevant research, it seems that the application of theatrical education 

through theatrical play and other theatrical experiences contributes to the improvement of children with 

ASD in the social and emotional fields. More specifically, significant changes in their social interactions 
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were observed and they developed behaviorally and emotionally. Participants experienced theatre as a 

joyful and exciting experience in a safe space, thus providing them with the motivation to participate in 

positive, interactive and social behaviors. 

They also improved their ability to adapt, and consequently confidence-building was achieved and 

the risk of stress and repeatability were reduced. It is worth mentioning that in several cases, these 

results were maintained even after the intervention. 

In summary, it seems that the overall results are quite encouraging for the contribution of theatrical 

education and theater-based therapeutic interventions to the development of the socio-emotional 

functioning of children with ASD. It will be extremely beneficial for special education actors and other 

therapeutic contexts to include theatrical interventions in their program in association with other 

interventions that are widely applied for autism spectrum disorder.  

Finally, it is important for future research to focus on specific aspects of theatre that contribute to 

improving the socio-emotional functioning of children with ASD. 

Concluding we underline the importance of the digital technologies in education domain and in 

socio-emotional training of ASD children that is very productive and successful, facilitates and 

improves the assessment, the intervention and the educational procedures via Mobiles which brings 

educational activities everywhere [51-56], various ICTs applications which are the core supporters of 

education [57-89], AI,  STEM & ROBOTICS which raise educational procedures into new levers of 

performance [90-106], and games which transforms the education in a very friendly and enjoyable 

interaction [107-113]. Additionally the enhancement and combination of ICTs with theories and models 

of metacognition, mindfulness, meditation and emotional intelligence cultivation [114-154] as well as 

with environmental factors and nutrition [47-50], accelerates and improves more over the educational 

practices and results, especially in the socio-emotional training of ASD children via many methods 

including theatrical training and role modeling. 
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